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Religion, Power, and Politics in Colonial St. Augustine. By Robert L.
Kapitzke. (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2001. 219 pp. Illustra
tions, map, notes, glossary, bibliography, index. $55.00 cloth.)

In the Spanish colonial empire, the Catholic religion has always
been assumed to be an ordering force that regulated human interaction and
located the individual in broader systems of belief and customs (p. 4). Most
of the published works on this subject focus on the effect of the Catholic
church on Native peoples residing at missions on the northern frontier. Few
studies have been undertaken on the role of the religious orders within the
context of Spanish urban settlements. Robert Kapitzke more than fills this
gap with his study of religion in the Spanish colonial town of St. Augustine,
Florida, which was founded in 1565. By concentrating on this small frontier
military settlement on the edge of the Spanish colonial empire, Kapitzke
presents this complex subject on a human scale over a period of some eighty
years.
For most of its first one hundred years, St. Augustine was a minor
military post, with a predominately male and military Spanish population. In
response to the establishment of English settlements in the Carolinas in the
1670s, Spain expended a large fortune to create a permanent stone fortress
on the south Atlantic coast and, in doing so, created a large civilian popula
tion of professional craftsmen, laborers, and merchants who moved to St.
Augustine to assist in the building of the Castillo de San Marcos.
The religious needs of Spanish civilians and soldiers would be met
by a clergy whose main role in Florida had previously been the conversion of
Southeast Native peoples. From the 1670s to the end of the French and
Indian War (1763), English attacks on Spanish missions enslaved thousands
of Native peoples and forced the remaining mission Indians to congregate
around St. Augustine. These external pressures would be reflected in
"myriad controversies involving the parish church in St. Augustine" the civil
and military authorities, and the clergy responsible for Native peoples (p. 3).
The Catholic clergy received support for their activities, including
administration of sacraments, observation of holy days, and the presentation
of religious pageants. Additional funds for the clergy came from conducting
masses, marriages, and burials. The major cause of religious friction in St.
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The topic of religion in the Spanish colonial world is an extremely
complex one. Robert Kapitzke does an excellent job of explaining how the
religious orders worked, why they undertook the actions noted in the
historical record, and how this played out during an eighty year period which
witnessed great change in Spanish La Florida. This volume is highly
recommended for anyone wishing to comprehend the role of religion in the
Spanish colonial period.
Mark Barnes
National Park Service,
Atlanta, Georgia

